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The Ganamet House was ranked among the group of picturesque structures belonging to rich merchants 
whose architectural inspiration was drawn from local techniques of construction. 
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Historic Town of Grand-Bassam 


/ n Cote d'Ivoire, 40 kilometres 
south-east of Abidjan, is the 
historic city of Grand-Bassam, 
listed as UNESCO World 
Heritage since June 2012. 
Located on a strip of land between the 
Ouladine Lagoon and the Atlantic Ocean, 
this historic city encompasses the first 
colonial capital, known as Quartier France 
(the French Quarter) and a village that 
is home to the N'Zima community. It can 
be considered the cradle of the modern 
state of Cote d'Ivoire, as it was the point 
at which the creation of the Cote d'Ivoire 
colony started and also the site of a key 
event in its struggle for independence. The 
bridge leading to the site takes visitors to 
a monumental landscape rich in different 
memories: French, Ivorian and also N'Zima. 
The historic city is therefore home to two 
types of heritage. The first is tangible and 
is represented by the importance of the 
colonial building, by the layout of the town 
which has remained unchanged since it was 
founded, and by the N'Zima village. The 
second is intangible and is represented by 


the presence of the N'Zima Kingdom, its 
social space and the celebration of Abissa, 
considered a major cultural attraction in 
Cote d'Ivoire. 

The N'Zima are a people from West 
Africa who are mainly found in Ghana 
and in Cote d'Ivoire. The Ivorian N'Zima all 
originate from modern Ghana, from where 
they emigrated in successive waves because 
of conflicts that tore apart the N'Zima 
Kingdom. The N'zima Kotoko Group settled 
in Grand-Bassam in the 15th century. There, 
they founded an autonomous kingdom 
whose principal city was located on the strip 
of land where the French founded Quartier 
France, the headquarters of the colonial 
administration, in 1893. Because of this, the 
first capital has an unusual configuration 
because the indigenous population lived 
alongside the Europeans. 

The relocation of the capital to Bingerville 
in 1900, following a series of epidemics of 
yellow fever, brought about the slow decline 
of Quartier France. However, its colonial 
buildings, whether ruined or restored, recall 
its past grandeur. Quartier France is currently 


home to all the official departments of 
Grand-Bassam District and to numerous 
beach hotels and restaurants, making it a 
highly sought-after location on weekends. 

Living alongside Quartier France, and 
having witnessed its history, the N'Zima 
have developed a special relationship with 
the colonial built heritage. This symbol 
of colonial power is now considered a 
constituent element of their identity. The 
appropriation of Quartier France is the 
result of a long process, which started in 
the colonial period and was accentuated 
by heritage-building and supported by the 
traditional system. 

Distancing from the past 

The colonial built heritage could be taken 
over because the N'Zima had succeeded 
in distancing themselves from what it 
represented for them in the past. A number 
of factors led to this change in perception. 

At national level, Quartier France is 
becoming a 'place of memory' of the 
struggle for independence. In December 
1949, it was the setting for the first major 
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collective movement against the decisions 
of the colonial authority. Between 2,000 
and 4,000 women gathered together and 
marched on the prison to claim freedom 
for eight anti-colonialist militants. This 
event is now part of the history curriculum 
in schools. A monument to commemorate 
it has been erected at the entrance to the 
city. Quartier France is thus also a symbol of 
Ivorian national pride. 

At local level, the distancing began 
during the colonial period, when N'Zima 
merchants, enriched by years of exchanges 
with the colonial powers, built houses 
inspired by the colonial style. Living in a 
huge house therefore ceased to be the 
prerogative of the European populations, 
and this weakened the rigid categories 
introduced by the colonial system. 
Nowadays, these houses are considered to 
be a remarkable feature of the historic city. 

Finally, the colonial constructions formed 
part of the backdrop of daily N'Zima life, 
which made them into something familiar, 
almost a part of nature. In time local 
residents grew fond of these buildings. 


The ‘transfer’ of the 
colonial buildings 

The inclusion of the historic city on the 
World Heritage List, meanwhile, changed 
the relationship between the N'Zima and 
Quartier France. On the day after inscription, 
the N'Zima royalty, consisting of the king, 
the village chiefs and their dignitaries, 
adopted an active position on all matters 
concerning the colonial built heritage. 

From the moment of inscription, the 
royalty launched awareness campaigns, 
calling in the village griots. These griots 
passed on the news of the historic city's 
listing to the inhabitants of each village, 
stressing that it would attract large 
numbers of tourists. They passed on the 
recommendations concerning the welcome 
to give them, called on all the villagers to work 
together with the heritage professionals, 
and encouraged them to watch over the 
historic city. Some villagers, therefore, 
now consider themselves guarantors of 
their living areas. They are quick to point 
out damage or deterioration suffered by 
the city (such as illegal extraction of sand, 


resumption of building works stopped for 
non-compliance etc.) 

In addition, the royalty works closely with 
the Maison du patrimoine culturel (House 
of cultural assets, MPC), the authority 
empowered to manage the site and 
enhance its value. The N'Zima participate in 
all the events it organizes, such as meetings, 
conferences and ceremonies involving 
Quartier France. Their presence is striking, 
as they come in large numbers, dressed 
in traditional costume, and each occasion 
starts with a traditional N'Zima dance, the 
Kete or the Adowa, as if to remind visitors 
the historic city is on their land. 

Finally, the royalty is in favour of new 
interpretations that emphasize their 
attachment to the colonial built heritage.. 
They identify with this colonial heritage, 
which they consider to be their own as it 
forms part of their village and therefore of 
the N'Zima identity. They remind us that the 
history of the first capital is linked with their 
people, and thus invite every resident of the 
village to make Quartier France their own. 
The N'Zima do not draw any distinction 
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between Quartier France and their village, 
which they also refer to as 'Quartier France'. 

Creating a new image 
for Quartier France 

Every year, in October, the N'Zima 
celebrate Abissa, the new year festival. 
The festival extends over two weeks. It is 
considered the cornerstone of their society, 
as it allows disputes to be settled peacefully. 
Groups of dancers and singers meet 
together in the village centre, on Abissa 
Place, to dance and denounce the wrong 
actions of the previous year. Since 2004, the 
festival has been organized by Association 
Abissa, an organization created at the 
request of the king to professionalize the 
event and ensure its continued existence. 
The Association has succeeded in making 
the festival a major Ivorian cultural event 
attracting thousands of participants each 
year, including prominent political figures. 

To promote the festival, Association 
Abissa uses a large-scale events 
communication system as well as the 
media. As the date approaches, large 
advertising panels go up in Abidjan. For 
a long time now, the residents of Abidjan 
have associated Quartier France with its 


colonial buildings, beaches and restaurants. 
Now, because of the success of the festival 
and this advertising outside of Bassam, the 
Association is contributing to the creation 
of a new image for Quartier France, one 
systematically associated with the N'Zima. 

The festival is also featured widely 
on television and radio, and in the 
newspapers. This has also helped produce 
the new image for Quartier France, the one 
associated with the N'Zima, in that each of 
the articles about Abissa presents 'Quartier 
France', or 'the first capital', or 'the historic 
city' as the place where the Abissa festival 
is held, although it is actually held mainly 
in the N'Zima village centre, on the Place 
de I'Abissa. Today, therefore, thanks to its 
size, publicity and media coverage, Abissa 
has created an indissoluble link between 
Quartier France and the presence of the 
N'Zima, which is a source of pride to them. 

Looking to the future 

Because they live so close to the colonial 
buildings, the N'Zima have developed an 
affection for them. The listing of Quartier 
France as heritage has transformed their 
relationship with the first capital, increasing 
their involvement in its protection. The 


royalty encourages all the N'Zima to look 
on Quartier France, to which they are thus 
linked, as theirs. They have also helped 
produce a new image for Quartier France, 
one associated with the N'Zima, through 
the transformation of the traditional 
Abissa festival. Through their actions, the 
royalty are giving a new significance to the 
colonial built heritage and are promoting 
its ownership by the community. They have 
thus established themselves as guarantors 
who will protect it, enhance its value and 
pass it on to future generations. 

Unlike the royalty, however, the 
inhabitants of the village show little 
interest in the colonial buildings. As for 
the young people, they play a very small 
part in the initiatives taking place around 
Quartier France. The Ivorian authorities 
have an opportunity to remedy this 
situation. They can use the occasion of 
African World Heritage Day (5 May), set up 
by UNESCO, to raise awareness among civil 
society and young people in Cote d'Ivoire 
of the importance of taking care of and 
protecting the country's World Heritage 
assets. They can thus better promote them 
and ensure they will be passed on to future 
generations. © 
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